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PART A: HISTORIOGRAPHY 
INTRODUCTION 
BY GARRETT BIRKHOFF, HARVARD UNIVERSITY 
The session on historiography was chaired by Thomas Hawkins, 
who defined its objective as the exploration of the nature of 
historical work on mathematics, and of the problems confronting 
scholars in this field. He felt that this exploration was 
especially urgent because of the great dearth of historical 
studies of modern mathematics. He said in part: 
The historiography of mathematics is a study of 
the art of writing the history of mathematics. The 
session of historiography is not designed for the 
historians present to actually do the history of math- 
ematics, so much as to provide an opportunity for them 
to reflect about what they do all the time! The 
discussion should, of course, attempt to develop general 
patterns and trends in methodology, but equally import- 
ant, it should clarify the nature of these patterns 
and trends with discussions of specific historical 
events. The keynote speakers who are to follow should 
provide some balance in doing this. 
Pursuing this objective, the Proceedings of the session take 
up various questions and problems similar to those described in 
Professor Cohen’s Opening Remarks and in the summary of the 
Wednesday evening discussion that followed them. In particular 
they show how difficult it often is to trace accurately the 
historical evolution of mathematical ideas. 
The first essay, by Judith Grabiner, brings out this difficulty 
very clearly. In particular, it explains essential differences 
between the historian’s and the mathematician’s sense of what 
is important, and how changes in the meaning of words can lead 
to misinterpretation. 
Some of the qualifications required to do a good job in 
various kinds of historical writing are then analyzed by Kenneth 
May, who mentions a number of the pitfalls and traps that may 
catch the unwary. His point (S),often overlooked by mathematicians 
surveying the evolution of their subject, seems especially 
noteworthy. [a] 
The third paper, by Elaine Koppelman, gives a fascinating 
analysis of the morphology of major developments in mathematics. 
It was actually presented at the session on algebra, and the 
richness of its heterogeneity stands in stark contrast to Professor 
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Dieudonne's synthesis of recent mathematical progress around the 
single concept of "fusion", in Part D. [b] This contrast, and 
the whole idea of categorizing mathematical advances in terms of 
their morphology, sparked a very lively discussion. 
Next; Henry Tropp gives a thoughtful review of some problems 
of "oral history" based on reminiscences of leading scientists, 
with special reference to the evolution of the electronic digital 
computer. This is followed by summaries of comments by Kenneth 
Crowe, since revised and published in full in this journal [cl, 
and of remarks by Phillip Jones concerning the importance of 
good accounts of the history of mathematics for enhancing the 
appreciation of mathematics itself. 
NOTES 
a. In this connection, good references are [All], [AlS], 
and Lancelot Hogben's best-selling Mathematics for the Million 
(Norton, 1937, 1940, 1943, 1951), esp. pp. 234, 395, and 513. 
For psychological factors, see [C26] and Hadamard's classic 
Psychology of Invention in the Mathematical Field, Princeton 
University Press, 1954. 
b. Professor Hawkins' paper in Part D is also relevant. 
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